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Reading in Michigan:
Past, Present, and Future Trends
BY RONALD
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OAKLAND UNIVERSITY

What are the greatest changes that have taken place
in reading instruction?
• More is expected of reading teachers today than in the past. Miracles are almost
demanded no matter the circumstances teachers and schools may face.

•
•
•

Teachers are better prepared to teach reading than in the past.
Reading is now seen as part of something bigger than itself, even though we
have only partly succeeded in integrating all aspects of the language arts into
the curriculum.
Government and public pressure on teachers to "fix" the reading problem is
more intense than in the past. Expectations are extreme and take little or no
account of the complexity of the problem.

What do you consider to be the most
important issues in literacy today?
• Teachers do not have the supportive
•

instructional environment needed to ensure
success.
University reading professors and school
administrators must become more creative
in helping teachers who struggle under the
conflicting demands of standards, testing,
accountability, and heavy teaching loads,
all within a context where teachers are also

expected to be creative, energetic, and highly
motivated.

•

•

We are not meeting the needs of children who
have fallen behind their reading potential.
Neither are we doing enough for children who
have already acquired significant reading
skill.
Many university professors hold the belief
that research is the answer to improving
reading instruction. But they have been
doing the wrong kind of research. The
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National Reading Panel said so (Whitehurst,
2003). What is needed the panel tells us is
"scientifically based research." The panel's
edict is now backed by the threat to cut off
financial support for any research project or
proposal that fails to meet scientific criteria,
as determined by the National Reading
Panel.
The term, "scientifically based research" has
a lovely ambience. How can one argue against
ham and eggs, Mom and Dad, apple pie and
strawberry jam? Well, even though I love ham
and eggs, Mom and Dad, apple pie and strawberry jam, I am skeptical. Scientifically based
research is a misappropriation of the word
science. Social scientists (reading professors
fall into this squishy category) hang out in
universities. They long to be like their colleagues in the hard sciences. But teachers and
children cannot be studied as "scientifically"
as say, microorganisms. Teachers and children
live and breathe, have independent minds and
wills. They exist in an extraordinarily complex
environment that educational research has
never managed to encompass.
Nevertheless, the reading profession has been
coerced into the era of scientifically based
research, the outcome of which will be government approved evidence-based practice. The
gap between scientific research and evidencebased practice is deep, dangerous, and wide.
If the National Reading Panel has its way,
we may end up like a horse and rider trying
to leap a great chasm in two jumps. The rider
is the National Reading Panel; teachers are
the unwitting horse. Both may end up at the
bottom of the chasm. My sympathies are with
the horse.
Research, scientific or otherwise, has not been
our salvation. Research at its best can point
teachers in the right direction when it has
been published in refereed journals and when
there is sufficient replication and verification
of findings by a critical mass of diverse investigators. But what research has not done, and
may not be able to do, is to help teachers apply
research findings in classrooms where the
gap between research findings and teaching
realities is often an unbridgeable chasm.
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What areas of reading education need
the most attention?
• Volume of reading and actual time spent
reading is proportional to how effective
children will become as readers. Therefore, we
must adopt the attitude of athletic coachespractice is crucial to success.

•

We must make an intense effort to get
children reading books. Therefore, every
school and classroom needs a library.

•

Teachers need a substantive background in
children's literature and an understanding
of how to use individualized approaches to
reading books in and out of school.

•

The classics are for readers, not would-be
readers. We require adolescents to read
the classics (Shakespeare) before they have
learned to enjoy reading and before they have
learned to read fluently. Thus, the classics
confuse and bore children and often turn
children off to reading. Adolescent literature is
far more relevant to their world and stands a
better chance of hooking them on reading. The
classics can come later.

•

School administrators need to be more
knowledgeable about all aspects of reading
instruction.

What would you change if you had a
magic wand?
• I'd develop strong tutorial reading programs
for all children who are significantly behind
their reading potential. Tutorial instruction
would take place 4 or 5 days a week, 45
minutes a day, with a ratio of one teacher
to two students. Tutorial instruction would
continue until the gap between reading
achievement and reading potential has been
closed.

•

I'd have fewer children in every classroom,
especially in kindergarten through third
grade.

•

I'd improve working environments for
teachers and instructional environments for
children.

•

I'd work to integrate reading, writing,
talking, listening, thinking, literature, and
the arts into a harmonious whole in literacy
instruction.
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•

I'd place my profoundest faith in teachers.
They fight at the battlefront without
sufficient support, training, and resources.
Yet, they often succeed, little thanks to
politicians, government regulators, and school
administrators.

What words of advice do you have for
teachers? I love giving advice, though I seldom
pay attention to it myself. Here is my countdown from
10 to 1.
10. Take pride in yourself and your profession.
9. Remember, teaching is not brain surgery
nor is it rocket science. It is more
complicated, challenging, and important
than either.
8. Acquire a solid knowledge base in literacy
theory and practice. Pay more attention to
the practice than the theory
7. Make your students the center of your
instructional universe.
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6. Become knowledgeable about children's
literature.
5. Apprise your students of their gifts. Take
a broad view of gifts. Kindness and
tolerance are as important as intelligence.

4. Respect and value your students' language,
ideas, and interests.
3. Love the work you do and the children you
teach.
2. Develop a good "b. s. detector." Be skeptical
but not cynical.
1. Apply your "b. s. detector" to this article.
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